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Career technical education plays an important part in the mission of community
colleges – providing educational opportunities needed by members of their communities.
Career technical programs prepare students for entry into the workforce. Accountability
standards for career technical programs, from local, state, and federal bodies, monitor
placement of career technical graduates in jobs related to their field of study. To help
these students become more competitive in the job market, curricula are being aligned
with national certifications to help students graduate from career technical programs with
stackable credentials. Stackable credentials refer to the idea of “stacking” degrees,
certifications, and credentials along the way to an education in a particular field of study.
Some of these credentials can be costly, though, requiring career technical program
administrators to question whether implementing this stackable credential structure is
truly beneficial for the students.
The purpose of this study was to examine survey results of industry
representatives who serve on advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural
community college to ascertain whether earning stackable credentials in career technical

programs at a rural community college does increase opportunities for employment. Data
were obtained from an Industry Input Survey conducted at a rural community college.
Descriptive statistics were used for data analysis.
Results of this study indicate that while entry-level employment requirements
focus more on a high-school diploma or high school equivalency exam and an earned
Associate of Applied Science degree, the majority of participants did indicate that
holding a national certification would give a potential employee hiring preferences.
Results of the analysis are presented in narrative and table form. Conclusions and
recommendations for future research follow discussion of analysis.
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INTRODUCTION
Background
From its conception, a major function of the community college has been a focus
on transfer. Students could complete the first two years of an undergraduate degree at the
community college and then transfer to a university to finish a 4-year degree (Kane &
Rouse, 1999). However, the mission of the community college has evolved as
communities and workforce needs change. Career and technical education is now just as
much a part of the community college mission as transfer (Kane & Rouse, 1999).
Community colleges can help provide career pathways for students looking to gain
employment or adult workers looking to advance. With options for a 1- or 2-year degree
and also opportunities for non-credit continuing education, community colleges can
provide training for differing needs. This training can also be customized to certain
industry needs in their respective communities.
In career and technical education, there is a great emphasis on job placement.
Accountability for job placement comes from many organizations – one being the Carl D.
Perkins Career and Technical Education Act (Perkins Act, 2002). Student placement in a
job is one of five core indicators of performance under the Perkins Act. The most recent
version of this act – Perkins IV – was signed into law on August 12, 2006. This Perkins
Act makes federal funds available for vocational-technical programs (revised to be called
1

career technical programs in the 2006 reauthorization) to use toward the purchase of
equipment, staff development, services for special populations, expansion of programs,
etc. This act defines career and technical education as
organized educational programs offering sequences of courses directly related to
preparing individuals for paid or unpaid employment in current or emerging
occupations requiring other than a baccalaureate or advanced degree. Programs
include competency-based applied learning which contributes to an individual’s
academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning, problem solving skills, and the
occupational-specific skills necessary for economic independence as a productive
and contributing member of society (U.S. Department of Education, 2002, para.
1).
Funding for this act has exceeded $1.1 billion during the Perkins IV term. As stated by
the U.S. Department of Education (2002) “The purpose of the Perkins Act is to prepare a
workforce with the academic and vocational skills needed to compete successfully in a
world market” (para. 7).
One of the accountability standards used to assess programs receiving Perkins
funds is job placement. Placement is tracked according to whether or not graduates
gained employment in their field of study, whether they gained employment at all, or
whether they decided to continue their education. The most commonly preferred
situation is for a graduate to gain employment in their field of study.
An analysis of the Shifting Gears Initiative in the Great Lakes region of the
United States shows that career pathways which provide a sequential curriculum leading
to industry-valued credentials can help low-skilled, low-income workers attain
2

employment (Bragg, Dresser, & Smith, 2012). These credentials, also referred to as
certifications, are usually awarded by a nationally recognized professional body or
accrediting agency (Nemec & Legere, 2008). Attainment of a nationally-recognized
certification indicates that the holder has met or exceeded the standard of knowledge set
by that respective body (Nemec & Legere, 2008).
In the state of Mississippi, one of the community colleges’ responses to the need
for more highly-skilled workers has been to redefine the way career and technical
program curricula are built, by adding an emphasis on credential and certification
attainment opportunities. This creates the opportunity for students to earn stackable
credentials. According to a policy brief published by ACT (2011), the United States
Department of Labor defines stackable credentials as, “part of a sequence of credentials
that can be accumulated over time and move an individual along a career pathway or up a
career ladder” (p. 8) and encourage workforce agencies to offer training in “smaller units
each of which is stackable and linked to other modules that culminate in an industryrecognized credential” (p. 7-8). Industry representatives are also involved in the curricula
development process to gain a better understanding of the skills necessary to attain open
positions (Mississippi Community College Board [MCCB], 2014). These stackable
credentials or certifications are designed to help students gain employment, with their
chances for better employment increasing with each credential attained.
Statement of the Problem
The problem of this study was to ascertain whether increased opportunities for
employment are experienced by students who obtain stackable credentials in career
technical programs in a rural community college in Mississippi. As career technical
3

program curricula are developed and revised, they are structured in a format with
opportunities to earn stackable credentials. Rebuilding curricula can be time consuming
for both faculty and industry representatives involved. Certifications included in some
curricula can cost as much as $1000. Another concern from community college
administration is retention of students through the credentials all the way to completion
of the associate of applied science degree. Students may be apt to leave a program at
certain exit points after obtaining just enough credentials to gain employment. If
employment is a standard of accountability for career technical programs, though, and
attainment of stackable credentials does lead to increased employment opportunity, then
the purpose of stackable credentials would be fulfilled. While the college itself cannot
ensure employment, it can be responsible for preparing the student to the best of its
ability to seize employment opportunities. Determining which credentials and
certifications industry representatives see as necessary to gain entry-level employment
can help career technical programs focus their efforts on preparing students to be
employed.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to analyze survey results of industry representatives
who serve on advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural community
college using the Industry Input Survey developed by the MCCB to ascertain whether
earning stackable credentials in career technical programs at a rural community college
does increase opportunities for employment. This survey was conducted at a rural
community college to assess goals set by the Career Technical department in revising
curricula with industry input. It included questions pertaining to requirements for entry4

level positions and certifications considered significant in the hiring process. Data
collected were analyzed to ascertain whether utilizing the stackable credentials route does
indeed help better position a student for attaining employment.
Research Questions
The research questions used to address the purpose of the study were as follows:


What education requirements do industry members have for entry-level
employees?



Are national or state certifications required to work in the industry fields
surveyed?



Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if he/she has a national
certification?
Delimitations
Permission was requested from the college to use results of a survey which had

been disseminated to a group of industry representatives who serve on advisory
committees for career technical programs at a rural community college for institutional
research purposes. Key demographics of the sample included the following:


Program of study represented



Industry represented

To be included in the survey, a participant had to be an industry representative serving on
an advisory committee for a career technical program at a rural community college.

5

Limitations
Results of this study could be generalizable to associate degree programs which
add stackable credential options at a rural community college in the future. Results could
also be generalized to similar rural community colleges with stackable credential options,
both inside and outside of the state of Mississippi. If results were not found to be
generalizable, the reason could be differing industry needs and requirements by program
of study or even differing industry needs and requirements by geographic location.
Significance of the Study
Today’s workforce demands a different type of worker than it has demanded
before. The skill level required for an entry-level position is rising. Many community
college graduates are competing with individuals who have more experience and higher
degrees in the workforce for limited jobs. In an effort to make graduates more
employable and satisfy needs of industry, some program curricula are moving to a
stackable credentials format with nationally recognized credentials built into the curricula
at different points of exit. This change could produce positive results for graduates of
these programs, who may be able to gain employment in positions otherwise not
attainable. They may also be able to enter the workforce faster than they once could,
which would produce favorable results for community colleges when tracking job
placement of students.
Community colleges have a large mission to accomplish. With their open-door
access, they accept many students who may not be college-ready and/or may not have
any idea of their intended career path. Career technical programs are also held
accountable for placement of students in a job upon completion of a degree, preferably a
6

job in a field related to their program of study. Admission and accountability are the
ends of the spectrum upon which career technical programs at community colleges must
operate. The idea of stackable credentials and implementation of this structure in
program curricula is fairly new to the Mississippi community college system. Research
done in this study will be beneficial for community colleges to determine whether this
curricula structure actually produces returns in the workforce for students in the form of
employment opportunities or not.
Definitions of Terms
1. Advisory committees - consist of industry representatives with knowledge in their
respective fields who advise instructors and administrators of career technical
programs on changes in industry which may affect career technical programs
directly. Career technical programs are encouraged to have an active advisory
committee. Advisory committee members also participate in curricula
development and revisions for career technical programs.
2. Career technical education - also referred to as career and technical education, is
defined by the Carl D. Perkins Act of 2006 as, “organized educational programs
offering sequences of courses directly related to preparing individuals for paid or
unpaid employment in current or emerging occupations requiring other than a
baccalaureate or advanced degree. Programs include competency-based applied
learning which contributes to an individual’s academic knowledge, higher-order
reasoning, problem solving skills, and the occupational-specific skills necessary
for economic independence as a productive and contributing member of society”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002, para. 1). Career technical education has
7

been referred to as vocational training as well, often resulting in a terminal
degree. While the transfer function of a community college is accomplished
through academic coursework offerings, career technical programs provide
vocational training for specific skills, often resulting in a terminal Associate of
Applied Science degree.
3. Carl D. Perkins Act of 2006 - makes federal funds available for vocationaltechnical programs (revised to be called career technical programs in the 2006
reauthorization) to use toward the purchase of equipment, staff development,
services for special populations, expansion of programs, etc. The most recent
version of this act – Perkins IV – was signed into law on August 12, 2006. As
stated by the U.S. Department of Education (2002) “The purpose of the Perkins
Act is to prepare a workforce with the academic and vocational skills needed to
compete successfully in a world market” (para. 7).
4. Credentials - also referred to as certifications, can be defined as recognition
awarded by a professional body or accrediting agency which is nationally
recognized (Nemec & Legere, 2008). Attainment of a nationally-recognized
certification indicates that the holder has met or exceeded the standard of
knowledge set by that respective body (Nemec & Legere, 2008). These
credentials are often times just as important as or more important than the
completion of a college degree for hiring purposes in some industries.
5. Mississippi Community College Board (MCCB) - serves as the coordinating
board for the community colleges in Mississippi. MCCB houses an Office of
Career and Technical Education and an Office of Curriculum and Instruction.
8

These divisions work with community colleges to help implement new career
technical programs, coordinate curriculum development, and assess arising needs
for training.
6. Stackable credentials - refers to a student’s ability to earn multiple credentials
along the way to completion of an associate degree. Students may “stack” these
credentials as they follow a program of study outlined for their particular field of
interest. For example, a student may be able to earn a 30-hour certificate after
one year of coursework while also being eligible to sit for some type of national
credential exam. This could happen again at the 45-hour and 60-hour milestones.
According to a policy brief published by ACT (2011), the United States
Department of Labor defines stackable credentials as, “part of a sequence of
credentials that can be accumulated over time and move an individual along a
career pathway or up a career ladder” (p. 8).
Summary
This chapter gave an introduction to the study, including background information
related to the topic of the study, the statement of the problem, the purpose of the study,
and the significance of the study. Research questions were outlined, and limitations and
delimitations were stated. The chapter concluded with a listing of terms and their
definitions to help the reader have a clearer understanding of unfamiliar terms used in the
study.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Career Technical Education
Providing career technical education is one of the many functions of a community
college. The call for providing this type of occupational education at the community
college level began as early as 1900 when William Rainey Harper suggested that students
who were hesitant to enter four years of study might be willing to try a 2-year program
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008). By 1937, 35% of offerings at public junior colleges were
terminal; moreover, by 1939, over 41,000 students were enrolled in terminal curricula in
both public and private institutions across America (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Real
growth for these programs, though, came in the 1960s when enrollment for career
technical programs began to grow at a faster rate than liberal arts enrollment. Cohen and
Brawer (2008) attribute this growth to several factors, including
…the legacy left by early leaders of the junior college movement and the
importunities, goading, and sometimes barbs of later leaders; the Vocational
Education Act of 1963 and later amendments; the increase in the size of public 2year colleges; the increase in part-time, women, disadvantaged, disabled, and
older students; the community colleges’ absorption of adult education programs
and postsecondary occupational programs formerly operated by the secondary
schools; and the changing shape of the labor market (p. 253).
10

Terminology used for career technical education has shifted over the years from
terminal to vocational to career technical. The Carl D. Perkins Act of 2006 defines career
and technical education as
…organized educational programs offering sequences of courses directly related
to preparing individuals for paid or unpaid employment in current or emerging
occupations requiring other than a baccalaureate or advanced degree. Programs
include competency-based applied learning which contributes to an individual’s
academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning, problem solving skills, and the
occupational-specific skills necessary for economic independence as a productive
and contributing member of society (U.S. Department of Education, 2002, para.
1).
Over the past two centuries, the calling from William Harper Rainey has expanded to
include a wide variety of opportunities for education in many career fields.
The need for a qualified workforce has become a global issue. More and more,
industries are looking to career technical education programs to help train and retrain
workers in an attempt to help unemployed and underemployed individuals become
skilled enough to fill open positions (Hyslop, 2011). In a brief issued by the Association
for Career and Technical Education, Hyslop (2011) states that, “it is projected that by
2018, 63% of all jobs will require some form of postsecondary education – a total that
will significantly outnumber the population pursuing and completing these forms of
preparation” (p. 2). A study done in the United Kingdom focused on the potentially
significant increased need for skilled workers and the proportion of qualified individuals
to fill this need (Bosworth, Jones, & Wilson, 2008). This study indicated that
11

globalization has led to an increased need for more highly-skilled workers. The data
presented indicated they would have an adequately-skilled population to meet their future
needs, mostly due to the retirement of older, less-skilled workers and the hiring of
younger, more highly-skilled workers (Bosworth et al., 2008). This study was based
primarily on projections, though, which are subject to change. Here in the United States,
the issue of having an adequately-skilled workforce is one of national importance. In a
report by Martino (2011) on manufacturing industry needs, she quotes President Barack
Obama saying that “private sector industry, universities and the government” (p. 36) need
to come together to address needs of the manufacturing industry to help bring that
industry back into worldwide competition. President Obama also helped launch the
Advanced Manufacturing Partnership (AMP) during the summer of 2011 to address the
manufacturing industry and “its connection to a healthy economy” (Martino, 2011, p. 36).
Through the AMP, $500 million were invested toward improvement of manufacturing
processes to help this industry sector become more competitive in the global market
(Martino, 2011).
Stackable Credentials
As businesses and community colleges look for ways to address the growing need
for more highly-skilled workers, stackable credentials is one option. The Association for
Career and Technical Education (2013) states that the term credential, “encompasses
educational certificates, degrees, certifications and government-issued licenses” (para. 1).
The Association also identifies two criteria which define an industry-recognized
credential. They state that a credential is one which:
12

A. “Is sought or accepted by employers within the industry or sector involved as
a recognized, preferred or required credential for recruitment, screening,
hiring, retention or advancement purposes; and,
B. Where appropriate, is endorsed by a nationally recognized trade association or
organization representing a significant part of the industry or sector”
(Association for Career Technical Education, 2013, para. 7).
The significance of credentials seems to be gaining momentum. According to
Moore (2016), stackable credentials are resume builders. Moore (2016) writes about the
implementation of stackable credentials into technical programs in Alabama and how this
concept has been received. He quotes Wallace State Community College’s dean of
applied techniques, Jimmy Hodges, as saying “Stackable credentials are multiple
entrance and exit points in a person’s career pathway. The more credentials a student can
get, the more employable they become” (Moore, 2016, para. 4). Data provided through
the U.S. Department of Education in June 2015 report that of adults 18 and older, 22%
have a work credential (Hudson & Ewert, 2015). Another interesting point made in the
same Data Point article was that, “over half of those who hold a work credential (53%)
have less than a bachelor’s degree” (Hudson & Ewert, 2015, para. 4). Moore’s (2016)
article shares data from the American Association of Community Colleges showing
where, “from 2000 to 2014 the number of certificates awarded by community colleges
grew by 150%, compared with a 59% jump in associate degrees and a 47% increase in
bachelor’s degrees” (para. 7).
de la Torre and Wells (2014) state that stackable credentials are “the way towards
subsequent academic advancement” (p. 20) for students pursuing a technical field. This
13

study, which focused more on the transfer function of community colleges, did outline
the need for increased transfer agreements in vocational programs to allow for possible
attainment of degrees higher than an associate degree for technical students. They note
the growing interest in stackable credentials by the workforce and see this as an
opportunity for institutions of higher learning to add to the “stack” of credentials for a
student (de la Torre & Wells, 2014).
A study of a project in Nebraska by Killingsworth and Grosskopf (2013) takes the
stackable credentials idea one step further and draws in curricula development. The
syNErgy project was one designed to help unemployed or underemployed industry
workers gain the skills necessary to become employed in the green energy field
(Killingsworth & Grosskopf, 2013). Career pathway models and the idea of stackable
credentials were used to address workforce development needs in this area. Curricula
were developed to train adult basic education learners, semi-skilled workers, and skilled
workers to be employable in the green energy industry (Killingsworth & Grosskopf,
2013).
Industry-recognized credentials are becoming an important piece of the career
puzzle for career technical graduates. The attainment of industry-recognized credentials
identifies the recipient as one who has mastered skills and knowledge necessary to work
in his or her respective field (Goodman, Meyer, & Imperatore, 2014). Goodman et al.
(2014) define an industry-recognized credential as one which
is sought or accepted by employers within the industry or sector as a recognized,
preferred or required credential for recruitment, screening, hiring, retention or
advancement; and, where appropriate, is endorsed by a nationally recognized
14

trade association or organization representing a significant portion of the industry
or sector (p. 15).
Realizing that this initiative to attain stackable credentials is not just a fad, many colleges
are beginning to incorporate credentials into curriculum.
Retention to Completion
The question of whether offering additional exit points and stackable credentials
will negatively affect retention at community colleges is still to be considered. de la
Torre and Wells (2014) see stackable credentials as a ladder on which to climb to greater
academic achievement. Conflicting information can be found in other studies. When
looking at retention issues in community colleges, some attrition has been attributed to
students who have no goal of completing an entire degree (Hirschy, Bremer, &
Castellano, 2011). These students are often attending the community college in hopes of
refreshing their skills or gaining just enough education or additional credentials to gain
advancement in their current position or in a new job. Once this credential is attained,
students may leave the institution, possibly never to return and complete a degree
(Hirschy et al., 2011).
Retention in career and technical programs can be positively affected in many
different ways. Data collected by the U.S. Department of Education relating to
persistence showed that, “Among beginning postsecondary students in 2003-04 who
initially sought a subbaccalaureate credential, 56% continued to seek or had attained a
credential 6 years later (in 2009), compared to 79% of students who initially sought a
bachelor’s degree” (Roberts, 2016, para. 3). Further research from the National Center
for Education Statistics showed that, “the proportion of students who had not earned a
15

credential but were still enrolled was higher among subbaccalaureate students than
among baccalaureate students (16% versus 12%, respectively)” (Roberts, 2016, para. 5).
Research done to assess psychological factors affecting student retention, though,
indicates that students in clearly-defined vocational tracks have an increased educational
employment connection, which leads to increased retention at the community college
level (Luke, Redekop, & Burgin, 2015). The education employment connection refers to
a student’s idea that he or she will be able to gain employment in their field of study
(Luke et al., 2015). One study of community college graduates shows that about 50% of
graduates in career and technical programs become employed in full-time positions, with
about 65% of those being employed in closely related fields and 15% in partially related
fields (Fichten et. al, 2012). Also, increased self-efficacy can predict intent and actual
retention (Luke et al., 2015). Career and technical students are also shown to have an
easier time making career choice decisions, possibly due to the fact that they are
primarily older and more career driven than academic students (Kelly & Hatcher, 2013).
Another favorable characteristic of career and technical students is career adaptability –
the ability to manage challenges presented in a changing work environment (Packard,
Leach, Ruiz, Nelson, & DiCocco, 2012). No matter the type of student, retention
requires both student and institutional involvement. Results of a study of retention in an
Associate Degree nursing program show that retention strategies must be “intensive,
comprehensive, and mandatory” to be effective (Fontaine, 2014, p. 98).
Credentials as Assessments
The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act of 2006 (Perkins IV)
sets accountability standards for career technical programs. Some of the core indicators
16

of performance for post-secondary programs include technical skill attainment and
credential, certificate, and degree completion (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). In
Mississippi, the most widely used assessment for technical skill attainment in career
technical programs in the past has been the Mississippi Career Planning and Assessment
System (MS-CPAS; MCCB, 2014). The Mississippi Department of Education (2016)
defines the MS-CPAS as, “a Career and Technical Education (CTE) assessment used to
provide a fair means of establishing accountability for both the secondary and
postsecondary CTE programs” (para. 1). The assessment is developed by a team of
program area experts (Mississippi Department of Education, 2016). During each
curriculum development or revision session at the postsecondary level, an item
development or alignment is held in conjunction with the writing sessions (Mississippi
Community College Board, 2014).
In an attempt to better align with industry needs, there is now a push to move
from using the MS-CPAS to national credentials for technical skill attainment
assessment. The MCCB (2014) states in its Office of Curriculum and Instruction policies
and procedures that, “College administrators and instructors will be asked to come to a
consensus on a common national credential or certification that can be used as the
technical skill attainment for performance reporting” (p. 18). Support at both the state
and local level to align to industry standards has led to increased use of national
certifications as the preferred skill attainment indicator.
Challenges and Advantages
Incorporating the stackable credentials concept into career technical programs
comes with both challenges and advantages. Goodman et al. (2014) point out many
17

challenges that come along with utilizing the stackable credentials model. First, choosing
the proper credential can be difficult. Credentials chosen should be valuable to those
seeking to use them toward attaining a job. Which credentials are of true value is a
challenging determination because “fewer than 10 % of certifications have received thirdparty accreditation” (Goodman et al., 2014, p. 19). Without an outside body to validate
value, colleges must set their own rules for determining which credentials are valid and
valuable. With most credentials coming from a third-party, collecting data on results can
be challenging (Goodman et al., 2014). Institutions also lack control over when and
where testing is administered for the certification, which makes it difficult for institutions
to use “certification exam data for instructional improvement and makes reporting
student certification attainment difficult” (Goodman et al., 2014, p. 19). One of the
biggest challenges with credentials is the cost. Some certifications can be very
expensive. This presents fiscal challenges to both the student and the educational
institution. A determination must be made on who is going to be responsible for paying
fees associated with the certification – the student or the educational institution
(Goodman et al., 2014). To address this challenge, a combination of sources can be
considered, such as sharing the costs among students, employers, educational institutions,
or private contributors (Goodman et al., 2014).
There are also many advantages to utilizing national credentials. First, as stated
by Foster and Pritz (2006), “Various types of credentials help make individuals’
knowledge and skills more marketable” (p. 14). When comparing having a national
credential to a degree alone, Foster and Pritz (2006) note that “Rather than depending on
time spent or credits gained, most certificates signify achievement of a set of very
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specific competencies in relation to benchmarks or standards set by experts in that field”
(p. 15). Another benefit is that integrating credentials into program curriculum can
“enhance the connection between community college programming and the credentials
demanded by business” (Goodman et al., 2014, p. 18). Colleges can then more easily
transcribe credit for credentials a student may hold prior to entry into a program as well
(Goodman et al., 2014). Ensuring the “portability and transferability of credits and skills
attained” is a focus of the ACTE in looking at stackable credentials as well (Hyslop,
2008, p. 41). Perhaps one of the major advantages of holding nationally recognized
credentials, though, is that, “Often that means that those who hold certificates will be
paid higher starting salaries, and it may reduce the time spent looking for a job” (Foster
& Pritz, 2006, p. 15).
Summary
Today’s workforce is demanding a different type of worker than it has before.
The skills required for an entry-level position are becoming more rigorous. As the
community colleges respond to this need in their communities, they must rely on a
variety of sources to build appropriate curricula. Additional exit points which allow for
attainment of credentials may be attractive to displaced workers or people trying to
modify their skills in order to achieve advancement in different positions. While this
may increase enrollment at some institutions, it may not lead directly to an increased
number of graduates earning a job in a related field. Community colleges must work
closely with industry representatives in their communities to ensure curricula are built
appropriately to arm students with the skills and credentials necessary to fill vacant
positions.
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METHOD
The purpose of this study was to analyze the results of a survey of industry
representatives who serve on advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural
community college to ascertain whether earning stackable credentials in career technical
programs at a rural community college does increase opportunities for employment. The
survey was conducted at a rural community college using the Industry Input Survey
developed by the MCCB for institutional research purposes. This chapter will address
the research design, research questions, participants, instrumentation, data collection, and
data analysis methods used to assess findings of this study.
Research Design
Preexisting data were used for this study. Data to be analyzed were collected
using a survey research approach. Data analysis was done to appropriately answer the
stated research questions. For survey research, Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun (2012)
identify two main types of surveys – cross-sectional and longitudinal surveys. The
survey used for this study was a cross-sectional survey – one in which information is
gathered from a predetermined population at a particular point in time. This survey was
administered to industry representatives who serve on advisory committees for career
technical programs at a rural community college for institutional research purposes. The
instrument questions adequately addressed research questions stated in this study.
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Because of increased use of technology and rapid result collection, the survey was webbased, utilizing Survey Monkey. Emails were sent to participants to request their
participation and remind them periodically if they had not completed the survey. Both
closed-ended and open-ended questions were used to gather responses from participants.
Permission was granted by the college to access survey results before data were analyzed
to answer research questions. Analysis included descriptive statistics, such as total size
of sample and percentage of responses, for each item.
Research Questions
The research questions used to address the purpose of the study were as follows:


What education requirements do industry members have for entry-level
employees?



Are national or state certifications required to work in the industry fields
surveyed?



Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if he/she has a national
certification?
Participants

This study was conducted at a rural community college in Mississippi using
preexisting data gathered at Holmes Community College using the MCCB Industry Input
Survey instrument. The Industry Input Survey was disseminated to industry
representatives who serve on advisory committees of career technical programs at a rural
community college. The survey was made available electronically via Survey Monkey.
Key demographics of the sample included the following:
21



Program of study represented



Industry represented

To be included in the survey, a participant had to be an industry representative serving on
an advisory committee for a career technical program at a rural community college.
Instrumentation
The preexisting data were gathered via a survey at a rural community college for
institutional research purposes. The instrument used to collect data was the Industry
Input Survey utilized by the MCCB (2016). Permission was obtained to use their survey.
The survey consisted of 11 items, which address demographic information, program
curricula, and hiring practices and challenges. Questions included in the survey to
address research questions were closed-ended and open-ended questions.
While no statistics have been gathered by the MCCB to prove validity and
reliability, the history of use and results of curricula revision processes have been shared
to substantiate its use. The Industry Input Survey has been used by the MCCB Office of
Curriculum and Instruction for the past few years as a beginning step in its curriculum
development and revision process. Questions were developed by Office of Curriculum
and Instruction staff who have years of experience in industry and education in order to
guide the curriculum development and revision process. The questions are modeled after
those used for industry visits made during the curriculum development and revision
process. According to Dr. Angela Bryan, Director of Curriculum and Instruction at the
MCCB, the questions were drafted with the intent of gaining adequate information from
industry on what skills are necessary in the workforce (personal communication, August
30, 2016). An overview of the curriculum development cycle is provided to clarify how
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the instrument is used. The first step is to gain recognition of industry needs and
expectations. This step is when the Industry Input survey is conducted. This instrument
is used by MCCB in this step to determine entry and exit points for students in the
workforce and relevant industry certifications for career technical programs in order to
align curricula to meet industry needs. After surveys are collected, industry site visits are
conducted to verify responses received in the Industry Input Survey and to conduct
follow-up interviews with industry representatives. Industry representatives are also
present at the actual curriculum development meetings to join with instructors in
developing curricula. Once the curricula have been developed and validated by industry,
instructors, and appropriate MCCB personnel, the MCCB does an evaluation to
determine whether implementation was successful for both instructors and industry in
order to make any necessary adjustments (MCCB, 2014).
Data Collection
Permission was granted from Holmes Community College to use preexisting data
which had been collected by the community college using the MCCB Industry Input
Survey. The survey used to collect data was disseminated electronically to participants
via Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey is an online survey software used to distribute
questionnaires via the web and collect responses. Surveys were sent to advisory
committee members’ email addresses. The email included a link to the survey, which
could be completed and responses collected in real time. Because participation in surveys
is often low, surveys were sent to all industry representatives serving on advisory
committees of all career technical programs at a rural community college.
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Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze survey results. Percentages, sums, pie
charts, and bar graphs would be examples of descriptive statistics used to summarize
data. Results are conveyed in narrative and table format.
Summary
Information presented in this chapter described methods used to conduct this
study. Research design and research questions were presented, along with a description
of participants and plans for collection of data. The instrument used for data collection
was also described.
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RESULTS OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study was to analyze data collected from the results of a
survey of industry representatives who serve on advisory committees for career technical
programs at a rural community college to ascertain whether earning stackable credentials
in career technical programs at a rural community college does increase opportunities for
employment. This chapter presents analysis of data obtained from results of that survey.
Permission was granted by and survey data obtained from the Institutional Research
department at a rural community college. There were 61 individuals who serve on
advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural community college who
responded to this survey. Survey responses are summarized in each section as necessary.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize results and address research questions
presented in this study. All survey responses are included in this chapter as well.
Research Question 1: What education requirements do industry members have for
entry-level employees?
Answer choices for this question included the following:


High school diploma or high school equivalency exam



On the job training



1-year certificate



2-year certificate
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Associate of Applied Science Degree



Other

A summary of results is presented below in Figure 1.

Education requirements for entry-level
employees
27.87%

30.00%
25.00%

24.59%

22.95%

20.00%
15.00%
10.00%

8.20%

8.20%

8.20%

On the job
training

1-year
certificate

2-year
certificate

5.00%
0.00%
High school
diploma or
High school
equivalency
exam

Figure 1.

Associate of
Applied
Science Degree

Other

Education requirements for entry level employees.

Of the educational levels provided as options, 24.59% reported that a high school
diploma or high school equivalency exam is required for entry-level employment. Over
39% of respondents indicated a level of education greater than a high school diploma or
high school equivalency exam is required for entry-level employees. Approximately
23% indicated that their industry requires an Associate of Applied Science Degree. A 1year certificate was indicated to be a minimum requirement for entry-level employment
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by 5 respondents, or 8.20%. Five respondents also chose the 2-year certificate as a
requirement for entry-level positions. On the job training was chosen as the requirement
for 5 respondents, or 8.20%, as well. Responses for this research questions are
summarized in Table 1.
Table 1
Numeric Responses for Education Requirements for Entry Level Employees
Answer choices

Responses

High school diploma or High school equivalency exam

15

On the job training

5

1-year certificate

5

2-year certificate

5

Associate of Applied Science Degree

14

Other

17

Total

61

Of the 17 respondents who indicated other requirements for entry-level positions,
4 respondents indicated that some type of education is preferred. Four others indicated
that experience is the factor necessary for entry-level employment. Two indicated that a
Bachelor’s degree is required, and four indicated that some type of licensure is required
to obtain an entry-level position. Table 2 summarizes responses from those who chose
“Other” as an answer.
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Table 2
Responses From Those Who Chose “Other”
Other responses

Total

Some education preferred

4

Experience preferred

4

Licensure required

4

N/A

3

Bachelor’s Degree

2

Total

17

Research Question 2: Are national or state certifications required to work in the
industry fields surveyed?
Of those who responded, 20, or 32.78%, listed some type of national or state
certification as one required to work in their respective industry field. The breakdown of
these 20 required certifications is shown in Figure 2.
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Distribution of required
certifications
5%
5%

5%

MEDICAL
MAINTENANCE

10%

COSMOTOLOGY
55%

PARALEGAL
INFORMATION SYSTEMS

20%

ACCOUNTING

Figure 2.

Distribution of required certifications.

Of these 20, 11 of the certifications listed were related to the medical field. This
accounted for 55% of the respondents who noted that a certification was required. Four
of the certifications listed were related to the maintenance industry, accounting for 20%
of the certifications listed. Two, or 10%, of the certifications listed were related to the
cosmetology industry. One was related to the paralegal industry, one was related to the
information systems industry, and one was related to the accounting industry, accounting
for five percent each. Results are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3
Responses Listed for Certifications Required to Work in the Industry Field
INDUSTRY

Certification listed

Total responses

MEDICAL

LPN or RN

6

EMS certifications

3

CPC, CCS, LPN, RN

1

CPC, CCA, CCS

1

CRC, CMRT, CMRP

1

EPA

3

COSMETOLOGY

Cosmetology

2

PARALEGAL

Certified Legal Assistant

1

MAINTENANCE

(NALA)
INFORMATION

CST

1

CPA

1

SYSTEMS
ACCOUNTING

Research Question 3: Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if he/she
has a national certification?
Of the 61 respondents, 42 indicated that a potential employee does receive hiring
preference if he/she has a national certification. This represents 68.85% of the
respondents. Only 19, or 31.15%, indicated that having a national certification would not
give a potential employee hiring preference. Results are summarized in Figure 3 and
Table 4.
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Does a potential employee receive hiring prefernces if he/she
has a national certification?

No

31.15%

Yes

68.85%

0%

Figure 3.
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Hiring preferences for a national certification.

Table 4
Number Who Indicated That Potentials Employees Receive Hiring Preferences for
Having a National Certification

Does a potential employee receive
hiring preferences if he/she has a
national certification?

Yes

No

Total

42
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61

Survey Results
Data analyzed for this study were obtained from the MCCB Industry Input Survey
conducted at a rural community college for institutional research purposes. Results of the
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entire survey are included in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4.

Industry Input Survey.
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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37

Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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41

Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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Figure 4 (Continued)
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SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter presents a summary of the results of the research study conducted to
ascertain whether attaining stackable credentials increases opportunity for employment
for career technical graduates. Along with a summary of results, conclusions drawn from
the findings and recommendations for future research are presented. The purpose of this
study was to analyze results of the MCCB Industry Input survey of industry
representatives who serve on advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural
community college to ascertain whether earning stackable credentials increases
opportunity for employment for career technical graduates in a rural community college.
Three research questions were used to address this purpose. The research questions used
were as follows:


What education requirements do industry members have for entry-level
employees?



Are national or state certifications required to work in the industry fields
surveyed?



Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if he/she has a national
certification?
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Results of a survey of members of career technical program advisory committees were
used to answer these research questions. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
survey results.
Summary
Research Question One: What education requirements do industry members have
for entry-level employees?
This research question dealt with entry-level requirements for employees. When
looking at the importance of stackable credentials, one must keep in mind the main goal
of career technical education – preparing students to gain employment. A student must
first meet minimum employment requirements before considering what might help them
advance in a job in the future. The results of this question indicated that 24.59% of
industry representatives who responded to this survey only require a high school diploma
or high school equivalency exam for entry-level employment. The next highest-ranking
educational level was the Associate of Applied Science degree. These two educational
choices only differed by one vote. These two choices combined earned almost half of the
entire responses. In looking at the 1-year and 2-year certificates, those certificates only
garnered 5 votes each, a very low percentage of the respondents. When looking at any
college education level represented, 1-year certificate, 2-year certificate, and Associate of
Applied Science degree together garnered 39.35%. When choosing “Other,” the answers
varied from a Bachelor’s degree to licensure to experience in the field.
These results as they relate to the purpose of this study indicate that having a high
school diploma or high school equivalency exam, then obtaining a 1-year certificate, 2year certificate, Associate of Applied Science degree, and national certification would
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definitely better position a graduate to obtain employment. While this entire set of
stackable credentials was not all noted as requirements for entry-level positions, having
the set would cover most, if not all, requirements indicated for entry-level positions.
Research Question Two: Are national or state certifications required to work in the
industry fields surveyed?
This research question focused on whether or not a national or state certification
was required to work in the industry field surveyed. The survey question used was an
open-ended question. Results of this survey indicated that only 32.78% of the industries
represented indicated that some type of national or state certification is required to work
in the industry field represented. The majority of those who indicated that a certification
was required were connected to a medical field. Second to the medical field was the
maintenance field. Results of this question indicate that holding a national or state
certification may not be a requirement for employment for many career technical
graduates.
Research Question Three: Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if
he/she has a national certification?
This research question addressed whether or not potential employees receive
hiring preferences if he/she has a national certification. Results indicated that having
attained a national certification in his or her field would in fact give a potential employee
hiring preferences with almost 70% of the respondents. While 19, or 31.15%, of the
respondents indicated that they would not give hiring preferences to individuals who have
a national certification, 42 of the 61 respondents indicated that they would indeed give
hiring preference to a potential employee who has a national certification.
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These results as they relate to the purpose of the study indicate that including
national certifications in stackable credentials earned by a career technical student would
indeed help increase their opportunities for employment.
Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to ascertain whether attaining stackable credentials
increases opportunity for employment for career technical graduates. Stackable
credentials include degrees, certificates, and credentials earned along a career pathway.
As explained earlier, this is an important issue for career technical programs for many
reasons. As curricula are redesigned into a stackable format to include multiple
certificates and national credentials along a path to an Associate of Applied Science
degree, determinations must be made at an administrative level whether the costs of
making these changes are producing a value-added benefit for the student in the way of
increased opportunities for employment.
Career technical programs must also keep in mind accountability standards
outlined by their local governing bodies and federal funding sources, such as the Perkins
Act, which monitor job placement of graduates. Results of this survey indicated that of
those who responded to this survey, almost one-fourth of industries require only a high
school diploma or high school equivalency exam for entry-level positions. Only 1 less
industry representative indicated that an Associate of Applied Science degree was
required. The 1-year and 2-year certificate options received only 5 votes each. The 1year and 2-year certificates did not seem to be very important for obtaining an entry-level
position. Results indicated that important educational achievements for many entry-level
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positions are the high school diploma or high school equivalency exam and the Associate
of Applied Science degree.
There is a big push to align programs to national certifications so that when
students graduate, they will leave career technical programs with not only an educational
degree but also a nationally recognized certification. The results of this survey indicated
that the medical field was the primary field that required a national certification for
employment. While some indicated that it was preferred, only 32.78% of respondents
indicated that some type of certification was required for employment. This would lead
one to conclude that before a national certification was made mandatory for a program,
administration should consider the cost of the certification to students against the benefit
they would receive in the their respective industry.
The last research question seemed to bring the research study purpose full-circle.
The first two questions addressed gaining entry-level positions and specific hiring
requirements. The purpose of the study was to analyze survey results to ascertain
whether attaining stackable credentials increases opportunity for employment for career
technical graduates. While results for research question one indicated that the 1-year
certificate and 2-year certificate were not required by many to gain entry-level
employment, and results for research question two indicated that the majority of industry
fields who responded did not require a national certification for employment, results for
research question three indicated that having a national certification would give a
potential employee hiring preferences. Of the 61 respondents, 42 indicated that holding a
national certification would give a potential employee hiring preferences. So, while
having stackable credentials may not be a minimum requirement for employment, survey
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results do indicate that they would increase a career technical graduate’s opportunity for
employment.
Results of this study seem to confirm Moore’s (2016) view of stackable
credentials as resume builders which help students become more employable. Foster and
Pritz (2006) also noted that different types of credentials can make the holder thereof
more marketable. This study further reinforces those findings by validating that holding
a national certification would give a student hiring preferences with employers. As
Hyslop (2001) writes, industries are looking to career technical programs to provide
workers with adequate skills to fill open positions. The syNErgy project also
incorporated curricula development and the stackable credentials idea to address training
needs of that area (Killingsworth & Grosskopf, 2013). Results of this study indicate that
creating curricula models that incorporate stackable credentials into career technical
programs, as encouraged by MCCB Office of Curriculum and Instruction, could help
create opportunities for students to earn degrees and credentials that would increase their
opportunities for employment.
This is important information for career technical programs for many reasons. In
a competitive job market, career technical programs want to do their best to prepare
students to be competitive and gain employment. Knowing that having stackable
credentials will increase opportunities for employment, administrators of career technical
programs can make better decisions about whether or not to adopt new curricula that are
aligned to national credentials. While most career technical programs do not guarantee
employment for graduates, they can work to ensure that graduates will be as prepared as
possible to be competitive in the workforce. Adopting curricula which allow students the
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opportunity to earn stackable credentials along their career pathway can help to open
more doors to employment opportunities.
Recommendations
After analyzing the results of survey data collected to address the purpose of this
study, the researcher does have recommendations for future research. First, future
research could include data from multiple community colleges in the state instead of just
one community college in order to make the study more generalizable. Since job
requirements can vary not only by industry but also by location, including a broader area
could make the results more generalizable for community colleges outside of the state.
Another consideration would be to focus on individual industry niches statewide
to ascertain whether results vary based on programs of study. Career technical programs
provide a wide variety of educational offerings, from medical to industrial to business
office. Some of these programs also hold a program accreditation from an outside
accrediting body. These accredited programs may have varying results as well.
A mixed-methods approach could be used for further research to incorporate
interviews with industry representatives to determine why certain employment
requirements are in place. This could help to bring further clarification to survey
responses by investigating why certain industries responded in a certain manner.
In keeping with college procedures, this survey was administered using an online
format, Survey Monkey. To increase the number of responses, surveys could be
administered using a different approach to gather data, such as a paper survey.
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Chapter Summary
The purpose of this study was to analyze survey results of industry representatives
who serve on advisory committees for career technical programs at a rural community
college using results from an Industry Input Survey to ascertain whether earning
stackable credentials in career technical programs at a rural community college does
increase opportunities for employment. Pre-existing data were obtained from a rural
community college to answer research questions presented to address the purpose of the
study.
Results indicated that while stackable credentials may not be a requirement for
entry-level employment, having national certifications would give a potential employee
hiring preferences. Thus, having stackable credentials would increase opportunities for
employment for career technical graduates.
Results of this study are significant to career technical programs and community
colleges considering implementing stackable credentials curricula. With the cost of some
national certifications being very high, administrators must determine whether the benefit
of implementing this structure is worth the cost of both the certification itself and new
curricula implementation.
As community college budgets are ever-tightened, administrators must determine
whether the cost of new equipment, new books, and heightened teacher qualifications are
going to result in positive effects for students. If funding for community colleges
becomes performance-based, and job placement is an accountability standard for career
technical programs, then implementation of stackable credentials should produce positive
results through increased opportunities for job placement of graduates.
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SURVEY QUESTIONS
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Industry Input Survey
1. In which of the following college programs do you serve in an advisory capacity?
Automotive Technology
Business Technology
Collision Repair Technology
Conservation Law Enforcement Technology
Cosmetology
Criminal Justice Administration Technology
Emergency Medical Sciences
Engineering Technology
Forest Technology
Heating/Vent/AC/Refrig Technology
Industrial Maintenance Technology
Information Systems Technology
Maintenance Technology
Mortuary Sciences
Occupational Therapy Assistant Technology
Paralegal Technology
Physical Therapy Assistant
Practical Nursing
Precision Machining Technology
Surgical Technology
Welding and Cutting Technology

2. Please respond to the following questions.
a. Does a potential employee receive hiring preferences if he/she has a national
certification?
Yes or No
b. Have you ever hired graduates from Holmes Community College?
Yes or No
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c. Have you participated in a curriculum writing process before?
Yes or No

d. Would you be willing to participate in a 1-2 day meeting to assist in revision of
curriculum?
Yes or No
3. What education requirements do you have or entry level employees?
High School Diploma or High School Equivalency Exam
On the Job Training
1-year certificate
2-year certificate
Associate of Applied Science Degree
If other, please specify:
4. What additional pre-employment requirements do you have for those hired by your
company?
5. What are the national or state certifications required to work in this field?
6. Are there any skills you need your future workers to have that you are currently not
getting from your applicant pool?
7. If so, please describe those skills not available from your applicant pool.
8. What types of internships or apprenticeships are offered between your company and
this community college?
9. What fundamental skills do you look for in employees who work in your facility?
10. What are some of the challenges currently facing your industry? How will this affect
your industry?
11. Where do you see your industry in the next five years? Do you expect a growth or
decline in your industry’s output?
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PERMISSION FOR DATA COLLECTION
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IRB APPROVAL
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